The human thymic microenvironment: new approaches to functional analysis.
Although immunohistological techniques have revealed molecular niches within the human thymic microenvironment, functional analysis is limited by the assay systems available. However, our recent studies using antibody phage display have revealed a high degree of molecular conservation between the microenvironmental molecules of different species. We have therefore isolated single-chain antibodies specific for evolutionarily conserved epitopes, shared by human and mouse, and used these in murine thymic functional assays. The detection of such shared human/rodent molecules makes it possible to functionally 'walk' from mouse to man, providing us with an experimental approach to functional analysis of the human thymus.